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INTRODUCTION 

The Southeast Asia region consists of the followmg countnes Brunei, Burma Cambodia 

Indonesia Laos. Malaysia Phhppmes, Smgapore. Thailand and Vlemam For the purpose of thus paper, 

Southeast Asia also includes Australia and New Zealand 

The Southeast Asia region is Impressne for its dnerslty and dynamism GeographlcaUy. It 

embraces a broad swath of archipelagos and the mamland of Southeast Asia Few charactenstlcs lmk the 

region mto a cohesive whole other than its geographic provumty and tropical chmate/ecology However. 

the countnes m the region share other bonds a colomal past, a postwar struggle for mdependence and 

modermzatlon, a rehglous penetranon of ammlsm by Islam Hmdmsm. Budtism and Chnstlamty, an 

emergmg manufacturmg economy and a local government based on a strong vtiage culture Its ethmc and 

rehglous &versq blends with some of the world’s nchest cultures The region mcludes one of the last 

commumst regunes m the world (Vlemam). as well as free soclehes such as Austraha and newer 

democratlcally elected governments m Tha&tnd. PMlppmes. and Cambo&a The influence of European 

colomahzatlon had a major cultural and economic unpact on Southeast As:a because every country was 

colomzed with the evcepuon of Thaland Immigrants from Chma were brought m as workers and to help 

estabhsh trade networks for the spices and natural resources When the colomsts departed, the Chmese 

became the ethmc busmess powerhouse m many of the countnes in the Southeast Asia region 

What are US natlonal Interests In South East Asia? 

The current version of the National Secunty Strategy document hsts four 7rltal mterests First. 

preserve the su~lval of the Umted States as a free and mdependent nation with ns fundamental values 

mtact and Its mstltuhons and people secure Second advance a healthy and growmg Umted States 

economy to ensure opportumty for mtiv1dua.l prospenty and a resource base for national endeavors at 

home and abroad Third, promote a stable and secure world, where polmcal and economic freedom, human 

nghts, and democrauc msmutlons flounsh Last, enhance a system of healthy, cooperative and politically 

vigorous relauons with alhes and fnendly nations What geopolitical endstate m Southeast Asia would be 

the best for meetmg these four vital mterests? 

From a Macluavelhan standpomt and assummg that the Lmted States could end up at war m 

Southeast Asia the best endstate for the first vital mterest (survival) would be a region with relatively weak 

countnes These countnes should be technologically and economically mfenor to the Umted States Theu 

mlhtanes should not be capable of agmficant power projection Each country m the region should 



complement each other and be relatively equal with nelghbormg countnes The Lmted States has an 

Interest to avold conflict with a technologically and/or economlcally equal or supenor adversary 

The best endstate for the second vital mterest (advance the U S economy) would be a region with 

economies that enable trade favorable to the United States Trade bamers would be mmunal or non- 

existent for goods m which the Umted States has a comparative advantage Trade would be balanced or 

slightly m favor of the Umted States 

The best endstate for the tird vital mterest (promote human nghts and democratic mstltutlons) 

would be a region populated with people that have those posmve values found m the Umted States 

Counmes m the region would be democratic. or at least be responsive to cmzens’ needs and respect those 

human nghts deemed important m the Umted States 

The best endstate for the fourth vital interest (enhance relations with allies and fnends) would be a 

region with counmes commmed to policies whch require engagement and cooperation with the Lmted 

States These would Include the poht~al. economic, and m&ax-y dunenslons of cooperative ventures 

How should these vital mterests be pnonnzed? The first two (U S secunty and domestic 

economy) are the most unportant The last two (value proJectron and cooperauve relanons) serve to 

support the first hvo, but are not cntical in themselves 

Southeast Asia 1s geostrateglcally important to the Umted States As part of the Pa&c Rim, it IS 

the Lmted States’ largest tradmg partner The region’s need for 011 from the Middle East makes the secunty 

of the sea hnes of commumcauons v&illy unportant to the region The Umted States shares an mterest 

with the Assoclauon of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEmj m preventmg Southeast Asia from becommg 

an area of strategic competmon among regional powers such as Chma and Japan 

Polmcal Trends 

Political, Economic, Social, Cultural and Mdltary Trends 

Impact on the Future of United States Statecraft 

Hutoncally, there has been a tendency for long-standmg ammosines, a lack of cohesion and 

recurrent confrontahon and confhct between the maJor powers of Asia to hake an influence on Southeast 

Asia Smo-Japanese wars, the Smo-Sovtet confrontanon, Japanese military expansion m the 1930’s and 

1940 s and the efforts of m&vldual counmes of the region to unshackle themselves from colomal masters 

have made for a tradmon of pohacal tenslon m the region 

That sad the last decade of the 20th Century has ushered m an era of peace and stab&y m the 

region heretofore unknown Mar?usm-Lemmsm has been &scre&ted Good WII.I amongst the counmes of 
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the region and receptivity towards a mlhtary role for the Umted States as a guarantor of secunty 

chanctenzes the current &mate There are elements of tenslon between Southeast Asian countnes which 

gibe pause for concern for future secunty in the region There IS a lmgenng msecunty due to the holdover 

of certam Commumst movements (withm Vietnam Laos and Cambodia: Ethmc nanonallsm and nvalnes 

which have been put aside temporanly still he beneath the surface Problems such as those between ethmc 

Chinese and Indians in Malaysia and various temtonal clauns could come to the forefront m the mid to 

long term Fear over the long term designs of both Chma and Japan continue to be felt m most areas of the 

region Discussion of polmcal and mlhtary issues ha\ e found a home m m&lateral fora and assoaanons 

(e g , ASEA_\ and the ASEA_\- Regional Forum @RF)) It should be noted that multilateral fora have 

pro\ lded only frameworks for discussions of these issues, treaties ha\ e not resulted from these efforts 

Slgruficantlq. ASEAN admitted Vlemarn to its ranks m 1994 Several countnes m the region do not have 

estabhshed polmcal mechamsms to transfer leaderstip These transmons could have a maJor unpact on 

secunty and stablhty m the region 

Economic Trends 

The Asia-Pa&c region 1s the most economically dynamic region m the world Economic growth 

has been two to three tunes faster m Southeast Asia than m other regions of the world, for this reason it IS 

cntlcal to the future of Amencan secunty Amencan prospenty has underwntten much of Asia’s secunty 

since the end of World War II The Pacific mm is coflecnvely Amenca s most important tradmg parmer 

Asia and the Pacific &rn should account for about one third of the world s economic acuvny at the start of 

the next century This economic prospenty is m turn vital to Amenca’s economic health and the world’s 

secunty 

Economic growth rates m Southeast Asia (and Asia) have outpaced the rest of the world m recent 

years Indonesia Malaysia. Smgapore and Thtiand have grown on an average of over seven percent over 

the last five years Widen the Chmese mamland. the coastal regions have enjoyed a manufacturmg boom 

and market-onented growth and are mcreasmgly onentmg themselves with other economies, namely Hong 

Kong and Tawan The region of Southeast Asia IS eqoymg high rates of savings and a strong focus on 

educahon and worker trammg As pohtlcal stability contmues. economic growth should contmue 

Southeast Asia 1s essennally a market fnendly, foreign mkestment pohcy fnendly area Counmes of the 

region mvest heavily m human resources (health, educauon, trammg. etc ) Independence for the counmes 

of Southeast Asia came at a penod of economic hberahsm As a result. the economies became export 

dommated These countnes vlened makmg the Umted States a maJor export market Much of the 



economic growth m Southeast Asia has had a posmve and &rect relauonshp on the secunty environment m 

the region 

Socml-Cultural Trends 

There 1s great cllverslty m the region Three geographical regions charactenze the area The 

pemnsula of Thatland-Malaysia, the archipelago of the Phlllppmes, Indonesia and Malaysia and the 

contment of Australia. with its close-by neighbor, New Zealand Hlstoncally, the movement of peoples m 

the region has been from North to South through the major nver valleys Many ethmc groups can find their 

ongms among peoples m the Asian heartland and w&m Central Asia who found their way to Southeast 

Asia via the major nver valleys The nature of these isolated \ alleys led to the peoples which followed their 

courses to develop independent, culturally and bnguuhcally separate clvtizauons There mas mammal 

coastal commumcatlon The patterns of mlgranon affected by the expandmg Chmese population 

movements contnbuted to mutually unmtelhglble lmgmst~al patterns Southeast Asia expenenced several 

ddYerent colomal mfluences (French, English. Dutch. Portuguese and Spamsh) 

The popultions of the region ongmally came out of Chma and Central Asia Chmese 

Confuaamsm played a significant role m influencing the area Hmdulsm came from India (still ahve and 

well m Bah> and Buddhism remams a major mfluence m countnes throughout the region By the 13th 

Century, Islam had estabhshed sigmficant outposts. especially m Mallaca. where a Mushm sultanate stfl 

e?usts, overlaymg the already exlstmg Hmdu culture Roman Catholicism came late to the area when the 

Spamsh colomzed the Pluhppmes The advance of Islam was halted m Cebu but still remams an important 

force on the island of Mmdanao 

In addmon, the large number of ethmc Chmese overseas - a dommant part of the populanon base, 

brought ~th it cultural trats of hard work and Calvmst tradmon with the Asian mmdset The economic 

engine of Southeast Asia has been the Chmese urban population Culturally, the “Chmese Values Basket’ 

of hard work education, savings and ‘ deferred grahfication” have added healthy work etics to the nahons 

of Southeast Asia 

Mdltarv Trends 

MUary modermzahon IS a common trend throughout the region There 1s a general mcrease of 

mlhtary budgets wlthm counmes m the area relauve to GDP Counmes m the region are mcreasmgly self- 

conscious about secunty arrangements There is lmgenng concern ok er Chmese mtenuons towards 



Southeast Asia and Chinese postunng to acquire nanonal terntonal gams, namely islands m the South 

Chma Sea The overt Chmese presence m Burma and Laos has increased somewhat m recent years and 1s 

cause for concern amongst counmes m the region While the Umted States has \%ithdrawn from Its former 

bases m the Phlhppmes, other counmes m the region have sought to cults ate secunty ties with the Umted 

States Austraha and Smgapore for example. as well as other countnes m the area conmbute to regional 

secunty by provldmg access for United States m&u-y forces Asian counmes also contnbute s~gmficantly 

to global peacekeeping and development iud The dlscusslon of secunty issues m Southeast Asia has 

drawn mululateral attention Treaties have not yet developed between pamapants 111 these dlscusslons. but 

multilateral assoclatlons such as ASEAK hake played useful roles m brmgmg nauons together to review 

their secunty concerns 

Imoact on the future of Cmted States Statecraft 

while many of the former sources of tension m the region ha\ e disappeared, there are lmgermg 

concerns over secunty matters The complexity, &verslty and growmg economic power of the Southeast 

Asia region argue m favor of the Umted States being engaged as a player m the region Mammmng the 

current state of peace m the face of the potential and tradmonal nvalnes at a ume when many states 111 the 

region are now capable of mcreasmg theu- mtitary might wxll be a maJor challenge for both the countnes of 

Southeast Asia and the Umted States The Umted States 1s the only Pacific power able to proJect global 

reach and provide a constructive and endunng mfluence Umted States force forward presence 1s generally 

viewed by the states of the region as the most desirable secuno arrangement 

Amencan m&Ku-y presence coupled with economic mvolvement and mvesrment has conmbuted to 

Southeast Asia’s economic growth The Umted States comnutment to spread democratic values has also 

conmbuted to stable pohtlcal transmons m states w&m the region and the development of legal systems 

that honor commmnents -- even 1% hen governments change 

Secunty 

Challenges & Threats to United States Interests: 

Relanons among these nahons are more stable today than they have been at any ume m tis 

century Managing those mterrelatlons~ps IS. nevertheless a key challenge m the years ahead 

Mamtamng a stable en\ u-omnent and keeping the peace m the region IS one of the major challenges The 

buildup of mlhtary equipment m the region could lead to an arms race If the stab&y of the region 1s 

threatened by hegemomc threats from outside the region (e g , Chma, Japan or Indlaj Chma, Japan and 



India are all capable of fillmg the power vacuum that would be left if the Umted States were to reduce or 

remove 1t.s mlhtary presence from the region Thus situauon could lead to regional confhcts Chma views 

the South Chma Sea as its Gulf of Mexico and contmues to proJect 1t.s power there m an attempt to 

dominate events m the region Chma’s efforts have intensified the temtonal disputes m the South Chma 

Sea region shared by Chma. Tawan, Brunei, Vlemam and the Phihppmes 

Ethmc diversity and mcreasmg natlonahsm could erupt mto confhcts drawmg many of the 

Southeast Asian countnes mto the fight The Khmer Rouge m Cambodia continue as a destablhzmg factor 

A weak Cambtia. with external aggressors and internal rebels threatemng its very existence WLU be a 

challenge to stablhty m the Southeast Asian region Amenca wfl have to place new emphasis on 

advancing global issue such as narcotics control. populauon planmng AIDS prevenhon, and cooper&on to 

curb mtemauonal cnme 

Economics 

Free trade issues, intellectual property nghts emironmental degradauon, WTO standards, 

nepohsm, and corruption m government are the economic battlegrounds that wti stram rela.&ons The 

region could become unstable if Southeast Asia’s fast pace economic growth stagnated 

In many of the countnes an ethmc Chnese mmonty controls the majonty of the wealth The 

Chmese were brought m by many of the colomal powers durmg their eXplOitahOn of the region and the 

Chmese estabhshed most of the trade busmesses Thus situation has built up ammoslty toward the Chmese 

and also has the potenual of pro\ ldmg a conduit for P R C influence/leverage m the region 

Values 

The region IS eqoymg prospenty and growth with some sectors of society remammg m gnndmg 

poverty Sooner or later, these countnes will be forced to address mcome &spanhes m its population It is 

no comcldence that the poorest counmes generally ha\ e some of the most repressive regunes, while the 

more affluent are among the most free The cultural differences and aUtOCrahC governments withm the 

region present a serious challenge to the spread of Amencan-style democracy Promotmg freedom wlule 

balancing other obJec0ves IS the most complex challenge, conceptually and polmcally, that the Umted 

States faces 

Umted States Opportunltles: 

In an era of relahve peace m the Southeast Asia region. the Umted States must focus heavily on 

ensunng that It conmbutes to and benefits from the dynamic economic growth of the region Wlthm the 

context of Amenca’s global efforts to promote free trade through the GATT and, now, WTO. the Umted 

States will have to continue to work bilaterally and regionally to remok e bamers to trade and to ensure Its 
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economic place and participation m the Southeast Asia commuruty The hopes for a peaceful and 

prosperous future are promising probided the United States stays actively engaged m the region 

The countnes of South East Asia (with the excephon of .ustraha and New Zealand: are 

strategically located around the South Chma Sea. where Chma has been attempting to proJect its military 

power The Lmted States must sustam its leadership role by staymg engaged m the region and mamtammg 

a mlhtary presence capable of underwntmg its commmnent crehbthty The Umted States must contmue 

its dmlogue to foster new mulhlateral secunty m the region By morkmg with ASEA\J the Lmted States 

can help with the estabhshment of the ASEM Regional Forum (ARF). whch 1s the Pacific’s first broadly 

based consultanve body concerned with secunty issues An mcluslve group not dn-ected agamst any 

country or bloc. the ARF can play an unportant role m conveying governments 1ntenhOnS. easmg tensions. 

promotmg transparency, developmg confidence, constrammg arms races, and CtihVahIIg hablts of 

consultation and cooperahon on secunty issues 

What are the ObJeCtWS of current ITS pohcp in priority order? 

The specific Southeast Asian secunty ObJectives found 111 the Umted States secunty strategy 

document for the region are 

1. Work with allies and fnends to refocus secunty relahons based on post-Cold War reahhes and 

m pamcular, work with ASEAN and others to explore new "COOperahVe security” approaches through the 

ASEA_\ Regional Forum Comment Chma, Japan. and potenhally Indonesia wtll become regional 

powers A m&lateral secunty arrangement could enhance regional stab&y, yet provide the forum for the 

Umted States to remam engaged but with fewer resources The difficulty may be ensurmg that the 

declslons of a mululateral OrgarUZahOn are compatible with the Umted States’ desires 

2 Work closely with Australia to pursue common secunty ObJfXX.neS Comment Australia is 

becoming more interested m bemg viewed as a Southeast ASLXI nauon The Umted States also needs to 

contmue d&ogue with New Zealand to resolve Umted States naval port issues 

3 Work to halt the flow of narcotics 

4 Support efforts by countnes m the region to stren,@ten democracy Comment thus support 

should be passive and not mterfere with efforts to achieve or mamtam if a country is meehng more 

unportant economic and secunty interests 

5 Contmue to seek the fullest possible accountmg of those mlssmg m acuon from the wars the 

Lmted States has fought m the region m defense of others Comment thus IS a domeshc pOhUCd issue that 

IS necessary to address to improve relahons with Vlemam 
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6 Prevent the proliferation of weapons of mass desh-uchon Comment tlus 1s not a major issue 

m Southeast Asia proper but could become a future Issue dependmg upon the tecbnologrcal advancement 

of Indonesta 

The pnonty of ObJecuves depends upon tire sub-region or particular country m question For 

example,accounhng fortbosemlssmgmachon appheStoVlehXim YarCOtiCSare akgerissue mthe 

Golden Tnangle (Tbarland and Burma) than m Indonesia 

Conclusion 

The Cmted States poltcy ObJeChVeS m Southeast Asra should (1 j mamtam favorable alhances and 

promote cooperative secunty measures that encourage regional COOperahOn to deter potential threats, 

counter regional aggression. and help protect sea lmes of commumcahon both wubm the region and from 

the region to the Indtan Ocean and Persian Gulf, (2) mamtam access for Umted States mthtary forces m 

and transthng the region, (3) encourage mutual.ly beneficial trade and encourage economrc grow&t, and (4) 

proJect values that foster the above 


